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Abstract 
 
 
)DPLOLHVDUHSLYRWDOLQWHUPVRIIDFLOLWDWLQJFKLOGUHQ·VODQJXDJHGHYHORSPHQWLQFOXGLQJ
their ability to read. However, to date there is little research designed to understand 
how shared reading operates within the realm of everyday family practices.  Drawing on 
data from a study which set out to explore shared reading practices in the home, this 
paper considers reading within the context of the family and everyday family life. In-
depth interviews were carried out with 29 parents of pre-school children to investigate 
shared reading practices within a socially and culturally mixed sample.  This study 
revealed that the relationship between shared reading practices and family practices is 
recursive. In particular, building on the seminal work of Finch (2007) reading was seen 
to be a specific feature of family practice and routine, and acts as a form of family 
display. Furthermore, this paper demonstrates how shared reading contributes towards 
the ways in which structure and agency may operate in a family setting.  Constructing 
reading as a family practice and a form of display makes an important contribution to 
understandings of home literacy practices and behaviours. This paper concludes that 
endeavours to engage families with shared reading therefore require a comprehensive 
understanding of family life and family practices and the role of shared reading within.   
 
 
Keywords:  
Introduction  
 
It is well known that literacy activity is not confined to the context of the school.  For 
some time now, researchers have explored the role of the home and community in 
FKLOGUHQ¶VGHYHORSPHQWRIODQJXDJHDQGOLWHUDF\VNLOO+HDWK0LQQVWhile 
PXFK OLWHUDWXUH KDV DFNQRZOHGJHG WKH YDOXH RI WKH KRPH LQ VKDSLQJ FKLOGUHQ¶V OLWHUDWH
identities (Cameron and Gillen, 2013; Perregaard, 2010), research has also shown how 
µVFKRROHG¶ FRQVWUXFWLRQV RI OLWHUDF\ FDQ XQGHUPLQH FKLOGUHQ¶V KRPH OLWHUDF\ SUDFWLFHV
from their earliest years (Levy, 2008). As Kajee (2011: 434) points out, this relates to the 
IDFWWKDWDOOFRQWH[WVRIOHDUQLQJDUHµLPEXHGZLWKSRZHU¶ including families and schools. 
However, as a major task of the school is to teach learners to be literate, literacy often 
EHFRPHVYLHZHGDVµVFKRROHGOLWHUDF\LQWKHGRPLQDQWODQJXDJH¶WKHUHIRUHXQGHUYDOXLQJ
home literacy practices that are not closely aligned with school curricular.    
 
This has particular implications for \RXQJFKLOGUHQ¶VLQWHUDFWLRQVZLWKUHDGLQJ:HNQRZ
that there are substantial benefits for children who engage in shared reading practices 
with parents and caregivers in the home.  Previous research suggests that children who 
read on a regular basis prior to school entry are at an advantage in terms of learning 
language, vocabulary size and success at reading in school (Bus et al., 1995; Mol et al., 
2008). As shared reading results in complex talk when compared with caretaking or play 
(Snow, 1994), there is a positive correlation between the frequency of parents reading 
ZLWK FKLOGUHQ DQG WKHLU FKLOG¶V ODQJXDJH DQG HPHUJHQW OLWHUDF\ What is more, this 
remains the case for families with lower levels of literacy (Bus et al., 1995).  
 
While this all supports continued efforts to encourage parents to read with their children 
in the home, much of this work is also grounded in the assumption that the main purpose 
RI VKDUHG UHDGLQJ DFWLYLW\ LQ WKH KRPH LV WR VXSSRUW FKLOGUHQ¶V µVFKRROHG¶ UHDGLQJ. 
Consequently, this also suggests that interventions designed to encourage parents to read 
ZLWKWKHLUFKLOGUHQDUHEXLOWRQWKHDVVXPSWLRQWKDW WKHUHLVDµULJKW¶ZD\ WRUHDGZLWKD
child.  Given that this view fails to acknowledge the individual and unique ways in which 
families operate, and indeed carry out literacy activity, this may explain why many 
reading interventions are unsuccessful (Justice et al, 2015). 
 
 
This strongly indicates a need to look at shared reading practices from the perspective of 
the family.  While a number of researchers have helped us to understand the multiple and 
unique ways in which family literacy operates (Pahl, 2002; Gregory et al, 2004), very 
little research has attempted to understand how, and why families from different social 
and cultural backgrounds engage in shared reading activity with their young children. 
Subsequently, this research sought to obtain an understanding of shared reading practices, 
from the perspective of the parents themselves. Given that this demanded a qualitative 
approach, where participants were offered opportunities to talk in-depth about features of 
their everyday lives, and role of shared reading within, sample size was naturally limited.  
This study drew from interviews with 29 parents of pre-school children, in two cities in 
the UK. 
 
These interviews yielded insights into day-to-day family life and activity, family 
relationships and the role of reading in this context. In this respect, this study was never 
designed to draZFRQFOXVLRQVDERXW µIDPLOLHV¶RUHYHQIDPLOLHVZLWKin particular socio-
cultural groupings.  Rather the study allowed an opportunity to understand how certain 
families view, perceive and implement shared practices within the context of their 
everyday lives. Exploring reading in this manner revealed that just as families are crucial 
to reading, reading practices play an important role in family life, notably in terms of 
family routines and interactions. In particular, building on the seminal work of Finch 
(2007), the findings revealed that shared reading was deeply embedded in the 
HYHU\GD\QHVV RI IDPLO\ SUDFWLFH DQG IDPLO\ µGLVSOD\¶ 7KH SXUSRVH RI WKLV SDSHU LV WR
outline the findings from interviews with parents with regard to these connections, 
however before we can present these findings it is important to explore what is meant by 
WKHWHUPVµIDPLO\SUDFWLFHV¶DQGµIDPLO\GLVSOD\¶ 
Theoretical underpinning 
 
$Q\DWWHPSWWRGHILQHWKHFRQVWUXFWRIµIDPLO\¶ZLOOEHPHWZLWKGLIILFXOW\$V:LOOLDPV
(2004) pointed out in Rethinking Families, most of the influential work on families 
FDUULHGRXWLQUHFHQW\HDUVKDVHPSKDVL]HGµWKHHVVHQWLDOGLYHUVLW\RIIDPLO\FRPSRVLWLRQ
and the fluidity of family relationships¶)LQFK, p.67), meaning that it has become 
LQFUHDVLQJO\GLIILFXOWWRDVFHUWDLQZKDWLVPHDQWE\WKHWHUPµP\IDPLO\¶  Indeed Finch 
PDNHV WKHSRLQW WKDW µIDPLO\GRHVQRWHTXDWH WRKRXVHKROG¶ arguing that rather 
than being preoccupied with the structural and functional components of a typical 
µIDPLO\¶DIRFXVRQWKHUHODWLRQDODVSHFWVRIµWKHIDPLO\¶LVPRUHKHOSIXOWKDQDGHILQLWLRQ
of who family is. As Finch asserts: 
 
µContemporary IDPLOLHVDUHGHILQHGPRUHE\µGRLQJ¶IDPLO\WKLQJVWKDQE\µEHLQJ¶D
IDPLO\«µ)DPLO\¶LVDIDFHWRIVRFLDOOLIHQRWDVRFLDOLQVWLWXWLRQLWµUHSUHVHQWVDTXDOLW\
UDWKHUWKDQDWKLQJ¶(Morgan, 1996: 186) (2007, p.66)¶ 
 
)LQFK¶VDVVHUWLRQLVHQFDSVXODWHGLQWKHQRWLRQRIµIDPLO\SUDFWLFHV¶ZKLFK0RUJDQ
190) describes as µoften little fragments of daily life which are part of the normal taken 
for-granted existence of practitioners >LHIDPLO\PHPEHUV@¶. This definition emphasizes 
that individuals are social actors and that they actively build their own social world. 
Moreover it allows for modification over time. To take this point further, theorists such as 
)LQFK DQG0RUJDQ FODLP WKDW WKHZRUG µIDPLO\¶ LVQRWDQRXQEXW LV DQ
DGMHFWLYH  7KLV VXJJHVWV WKDW WKH FRQFHSW RI µIDPLO\¶ FDQ EH YLHZHG LQ WHUPV RI GDLO\
practice and everyday activity.  
 
This notion of family practice is helpful in that it allows for research to acknowledge 
factors such as the diversity of family relationships, constitutional change and the knotty 
relationship between individual and family identity. However, given that it is also well 
known that ZD\V RI µGRLQJ¶ IDPLO\ DUH VRFLDOO\ DQG FXOWXUDOO\ VLWXDWHG Morgan, 1996; 
Williams, 2004) and embedded in discourses power (Ren and Hu, 2011), it is important 
to recognize that certain family practices may be privileged above others.  In order to 
understand this further, Finch (2007) ZHQWRQ WRGHYHORS WKHQRWLRQRI µIDPLO\GLVSOD\¶
which draws attention to the idea that family activities are not just performed, but are also 
seen WR EH SHUIRUPHG )LQFK FODULILHV WKLV LQ KHU GHILQLWLRQ RI WKH FRQFHSW RI µGLVSOD\¶
arguing that it is the process through which individuals, and groups of individuals, 
convey to each other and to relevant others that particular DFWLRQV GR FRQVWLWXWH µGRLQJ
IDPLO\ WKLQJV¶ DQG WKHUHE\ FRQILUP WKDW WKHVH UHODWLRQVKLSV DUH µIDPLO\¶ UHODWLRQVKLSV¶
(p.73). She goes on to argue that family practices are inherently social, and therefore, µWKH
PHDQLQJRIRQH¶VDFWLRQVKDVWREH both conveyed to and understood by relevant others if 
WKRVHDFWLRQVDUHWREHHIIHFWLYHDVFRQVWLWXWLQJµIDPLO\¶SUDFWLFHV¶S 
 
Drawing on the concept of family display, various researchers have shown how family 
GLVSOD\FDQEHOLQNHGZLWKµPRUDODFFRXQWDELOLW\¶ZKHUHE\SHRSOHFRPPXQLFDWHWRHDFK
other and external audiences, that their family adheres to a construction of a social norm.  
This was clearly seen in +DUPDQDQG&DSSHOOLQL¶VVWXG\RIPLGGOHFODVVPRWKHUV¶
daily routines of preparing lunchboxes for their children. Harman and Cappellini found 
that in the preparation of lunchboxes for their children to take to school, these mothers 
ZHUH µGLVSOD\LQJ WR WKHPVHOYHV DV ZHOO DV H[WHUQDO DXGLHQFHV VXFK DV VFKRRO WHDFKHUV
and lunchtimH VXSHUYLVRUV WKH UHVHDUFKHUV WKDW WKH\ DUH FRPSHWHQW FDULQJ PRWKHUV¶
(2015, p. 776).  They concluded that their study revealed that despite being part of a 
relatively hegemonic group of white middle class mothers, anxiety about the display of 
their motKHULQJPHDQWWKDWWKHVHZRPHQµIHOWXQGHUVFUXWLQ\DQGSRWHQWLDOO\XQGHUDWWDFN¶
(2015, p.778). 
 
 
In recent years, a number of other researchers have drawn upon these related notions of 
family practice and family display in order to understand aspects of personal life 
(Harrington, 2015; MacDonald, 2017) particularly with regard to the awkward 
relationship between individuality and the reproduction of social norms. For example 
-DPHVDQG&XUWLVH[SORUHGKRZ)LQFK¶VFRQFHSWRIGLVSOD\VKHGVOLJKt on 
6PDUW¶V  µQHZ VRFLRORJ\ RI SHUVRQDO OLIH¶ -DPHV DQG &XUWLV  S.1163), 
through the context of an investigation into family life and eating practices. They 
concluded that while displays of family can take different forms, personal lives must 
DOZD\V EH XQGHUVWRRG DV EHLQJ HPEHGGHG LQ µSDUWLFXODU VRFLDO DQG FXOWXUDO ZRUOGV¶
(p.  ,Q GRLQJ VR -DPHV DQG &XUWLV   DUJXH WKDW LW LV WKLV µFXOWXUDO
FRQQHFWHGQHVV¶ DW WKH KHDUW RI GLVSOD\ µZKLFK PD\ KHOS H[SODLQ WKH SDUDGR[ RI KRZ
µIDPLlies can be experienced as unique, while also reflecting social conventions and 
reproducing commonplace ritXDODQGSUDFWLFHV¶6PDUWS¶ 
 
It is this recognition of families¶ µUHSURGXFLQJFRPPRQSODFHULWXDODQGSUDFWLFHV¶ZKLOH
also maintaining a uniqueness that is of particular interest and importance to the study of 
shared reading activity between parents and their children. As raised in the introduction, 
the advantages of shared reading are well documented, with research showing that 
children who engage in reading activity before they start school being more likely to 
learn language faster than those who do not, while they are also more likely to become 
successful readers at school (Bus et al., 1995; Mol et al., 2008). However, as discussed in 
the introduction, as literacy activity is often dominated by the school discourse (Kajee, 
2011), literacy activity taking place in the home can become regarded as insignificant, or 
inferior to those practices defined by school curricular (Long et al, 2013, Levy, 2008).   
 
This presents something of a dilemma for educationalists wanting to encourage parents to 
read with their children in the home.  While some reading interventions have indeed 
reported positive results (Sim et al, 2014; McNicol and Dalton, 2002), a meta-analysis 
conducted by Justice et al (2015) concluded that it is often the case that shared reading 
LQWHUYHQWLRQVLQWKHKRPHHQYLURQPHQWGRµnot always reach the levels intended by the 
intervention developers¶ (p.1852). This suggests an urgent need to begin with the family, 
rather than the intervention, and take time to understand how shared reading practices 
operate within families.  
   
Research has indeed revealed that schooled constructions of literacy can impose and 
undermine what happens in the home, however it is important to acknowledge that this is 
not always the case. For example, further research has indicated that parents can, and do 
use schooled activity, such as homework, as a positive link between home and school, 
YDOXLQJWKHDFWLYLW\DVDµIDPLO\HYHQW¶WKDWFHPHQWHGUHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKWKHVFKRRO)R[
2016).  For this reason it is important to draw from the sociological study of family 
practice and family display, in order to understand how families are using shared reading 
activity within the context of their everyday lives. This paper now goes on to present 
findings from one study within a larger ESRC-funded project, which aimed to understand 
how and why parents do, and do not read with their children, and how shared reading 
operated within their family environments. As the remainder of this paper goes on to 
show, understanding how shared reading can function from a perspective of family 
practice and display, offers valuable insights that have the potential to support many 
families in reading with their children.   
 
The study  
This paper draws on findings from in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 29 families 
living in two cities in the North of the UK. The study is part of a larger program of 
UHVHDUFKDFURVVDQXPEHURIFLWLHVH[SORULQJWKHLPSDFWRIVKDUHGUHDGLQJRQFKLOGUHQ¶V
language development. Participants were aged between 21 and 36+ with the majority 
falling into the 26 - 35 bracket. Of the 29 families, 14 had two children. Children were 
mainly aged between 3 and 5 years of age (n = 26). Around half of the sample described 
their ethnicity as White British/Irish (n = 14); the remaining participants described 
themselves as Asian/Asian British (n=7), Mixed White and Other (n=4), Arab (n=3) and 
black (1). In terms of qualifications, 12 participants were educated to degree level or 
higher, 8 to GCSE and 5 did not possess any formal qualifications.    
Table 1 provides an overview of the participants. It should be noted that although 
we were keen to talk to fathers and mothers, it was mothers who responded to our request 
for participation in the vast majority of cases.  As a result, interviews were conducted 
with 28 mothers and one father, however most participants spoke about the whole family 
during the course of the interview.  
(Insert Table 1) 
Interviews did not immediately set out to explore reading practices in isolation, but 
sought to ascertain a picture of family life more generally, paying attention to family 
structure, daily activity and everyday routines. This approach resulted in narratives that 
provided a holistic account of family life.  By seeking to understand the detail of family 
life, we were able to understand how reading did, or did not fit within the context of the 
everyday. Additionally, we hoped that this approach would reduce the potential for 
desirability bias, since reading is a socially desirable activity (Kurschus, 2014).  
Participants were drawn from two samples. In City A, 20 participants were recruited from 
areas that were considered as relatively disadvantaged on the Indices of Multiple 
Deprivation, in order to ensure the sample included families with low socioeconomic 
status (SES). The research was advertised via a flyer distributed to parents of nursery 
children at five schools. In addition, we conducted face-to-face recruitment in 
playgroups, health visitor drop-LQV DQG FKLOGUHQ¶V FHQWUHV LQ ORZ DQG PL[HG-income 
areas. We checked that each potential participant had a child who had not yet started 
school. All children were aged 3 and 4 years, with the exception of three children aged 35 
months, 31 months and 21 months. Participants received a £10 shopping voucher of their 
choice as a gesture of appreciation for their participation.  
In City B, nine participants were drawn from two cohorts of parents who had signed up to 
attend reading sessions hosted by The Reader Organisation in schools and libraries in the 
city and had volunteered to participate in the wider research project. The rationale for 
recruiting from two cities was to expand the sample and make the study more robust. We 
acknowledge the different approaches to sampling, notably that participants in City B had 
already signed up to a study, indicating an interest in literacy.  However, we do not 
believe that this had a negative impact on the study.  Participants were largely from areas 
of relative disadvantage, but tended to be from white communities which meant that 
broadening the sample ensured a more ethnically diverse sample than had we limited the 
research to city B. The findings revealed that families across the board were interested in 
promoting their children's literacy and there was little difference in interest in literacy 
between families in City A compared with families in City B.  Furthermore, since the 
study sought to understand families, rather than compare different families, we have not 
analysed the two data sets separately. Each participating parent completed a 
questionnaire, administered by a colleague at the lead university, as part of the broader 
study. They were invited to participate in a second strand of the research which involved 
interviews and video observations, however it should be noted that this present study only 
drew from the interview data. As with the participants in City A, participants were 
considered as relatively disadvantaged on the Indices of Multiple Deprivation, children 
were aged 3 ± 4 years and all participants received a £10 shopping voucher for taking part 
in an interview.  
This paper draws on data from both samples. To preserve anonymity, pseudonyms have 
been used and all potentially identifying information has been removed.  The interviews 
were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. They were then analyzed within Nvivo 
which is a software package designed for qualitative data. Analysis followed the 
principles of grounded theory analysis, with three distinct stages taking place; open 
coding, clustering of codes around categories and thematic coding (Harry et al., 2005). 
Open coding and axial coding were conducted by three researchers, independently. The 
resulting analyses were compared and the researchers agreed a set of emergent core 
themes.  
Analysis revealed that reading, for many of these families, is not necessarily related to 
educational endeavor, but interacts with, and underpins, other everyday family practices.  
The following section reports the findings that emerged under three themes; reading as a 
IDPLO\SUDFWLFHUHDGLQJDVDIRUPRIµIDPLO\GLVSOD\¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VDJHQF\ 
 
 
Findings: Reading as a family practice 
 
3DUHQWV¶DFFRXQWVLOOXVWUDWHGWKH vital role that shared reading played in family life. The 
theorization of reading as a family practice drew attention to the everyday, yet 
significant, nature of shared reading, and the ways in which it functioned in the overall 
FRQVWUXFW RI µGRLQJ¶ IDPLO\ ,W VKRXOG EH VWUHVVHG IURP WKe outset that many of these 
parents did UHSRUWWKDWWKH\UHDGZLWKWKHLUFKLOGUHQEHFDXVHWKH\VDZLWDVµHGXFDWLRQDO¶
and important in the development of literacy skill. However, the data also revealed that 
many of these families used shared reading as a tool to cement family practices and 
VXSSRUWWKHLUXQLTXHDQGLQGLYLGXDOFRQVWUXFWVRIµGRLQJ¶IDPLO\ Interviews opened with 
WKH LQYLWDWLRQ WR µ7DON PH WKURXJK D W\SLFDO GD\¶ DQG SDUWLFLSDQWV JHQHUDOO\ GHVFULEHG
their day-to-day family routines, structured around tasks, according to linear time. 
Interviews revealed the family practices and displays were both facilitated by, and 
produced, as a consequence of shared reading activity. These themes will now be 
explored. 
 
The role of reading in family routines 
 
The concept of routine is well documented as being an important aspect of family life.  
For example Fiese (2006) discusses how the routine practices of events such as 
mealtimes provide organizational aspects of family life, through which interaction often 
takes place. Research indicates that shared reading practices are often embedded in the 
routines of middle class families (Nichols, 2000) and stories are a common feature of the 
bedtime routine (Staples et al, 2015). Interviews with parents in this research revealed 
that shared reading was firmly embedded in the daily routines of most families. However 
for many of these families it was not necessarily regarded as an educational endeavor, but 
was seen as being crucial to the execution of daily routine. Parents reported that they 
included reading into the day and, for many, the bedtime routine in particular. Many 
FODLPHGWKDWWKLVPDGHLWµHDV\¶WRUHDGZLWKWKHLUFKLOGEHFDXVHLWZDVVXFKDFUXFLDOSDUW
of the bedtime routine.  Parents also reported that the practice of reading served as an 
important message for their children that it was bedtime, thus signaling the important role 
of reading within the bedtime routine. For example Hadra (mother of Saira, aged 3) told 
us:  
 
µ:HRQO\LQFRUSRUDWHGLWLQWRDURXWLne so she would know bath, book and bed, for her to 
LGHQWLI\WKDWLW
VEHGWLPHWRJHWKHULQWRDSDWWHUQDQGVKHZRXOG
YHMXVWVWXFNZLWKWKDW¶
(Hadra).  
Similarly Katie (mother of Nathan, aged 4) reported:  
µ:HJRWWKHURXWLQHHVWDEOLVKHGUHDOO\HDUO\EDWKVWRU\EHG«KHZDVHLJKWZHHNVROGDQG
,UHPHPEHURQHQLJKWJRLQJµ,QHHGWRJHWDURXWLQH,MXVWFDQ
WGRWKLVUDQGRPNLQGRI
JRLQJWRVOHHSZKHQKH
VUHDG\IRULW¶,ZDVMXVWOLNH\RXNQRZWKLVLVZHQHHGWRJHWKLV
routine sorted out, and it's EHHQOLNHWKDWUHDOO\VLQFHKHZDVDERXWWZRPRQWKVROG¶ 
This data highlights the importance these parents placed on the role of shared reading as a 
critical element of a bedtime routine.  Infact, some parents went as far as to suggest that 
an absence of reading could disrupt bedtime routines.  For example having reported that 
LWLVQRWGLIILFXOWWRUHDGZLWKKHUFKLOGUHQEHFDXVHLWLVVLPSO\µsomething we do before 
EHGWLPH¶Hannah (mother of Sidney, aged 3) went on to state: 
µ,WKLQNWKH\
GSLFNXSWKDW the routine had changed and then they'd act differently, and 
EHGWLPHZRXOGEHGLIIHUHQWDQGLW\HDKLW
VMXVWZKDWWKH\H[SHFW¶ 
Laura (mother of Alex, aged 3) went even further with the comment: 
µ,GRQ
WWKLQNDQ\RQHZRXOGVOHHSLIZHGRQ
WKDYHERRNVso at the very least we'll get two 
ERRNVEHIRUHEHGHYHU\GD\¶(Laura). 
This is not to suggest that these parents did not see shared reading as a worthwhile 
activity in itself, however what is clear is that, for these parents, reading to their children 
was regarded as an essential component of everyday family practice that was crucial to 
the establishment of important routines, such as those at bedtime. However reading did 
not just occur at bedtime. Rebecca (mother of Oliver, aged 4) told us that she always kept 
VRPHERRNVLQWKHFDUVRWKDWµKH
VUHDGLQJWRKLPVHOIDQGWKHQZH
OOGLVFXVVLW¶ For 
others, reading was used as part of daily discipline in promoting desirable behavior. 
0RUHRYHUPDQ\SDUHQWVVSRNHDERXWEX\LQJERRNVDVDµWUHDW¶WRUHZDUGJRRGEehavior 
when shopping at the supermarket for example. In fact Tania (mother of Ethan, aged 3) 
UHSRUWHGWKDWVKHWKUHDWHQHGKHUVRQZLWKORVLQJKLVEHGWLPHVWRU\LIKHGLGQ¶WEHKDYH
appropriately.  She told us: 
µ,XVHLWOLNHDUHZDUGV\VWHP1RZLIKH¶VEHHQQDXJKW\LQWKHGD\,¶OOWHOOKLPµLW¶V\RXU
EHGWLPHVWRU\¶«LWZRUNV¶ 
As stated, Nichols (2000) argued that reading practices are often embedded in the 
routines of middle class families, however this data has shown that reading can also be 
part of the everyday routines of families who can be described as of low socioeconomic 
status. However, this data is suggesting that rather than families choosing to read with 
their children for the main purpose of enhancing literacy skill, shared reading was being 
used to cement certain daily routines which were critical to the smooth running of family 
life. This is important as it has serious implications for the design of interventions to 
encourage shared reading practices in the home, as will be discussed later in this paper. 
However, the data also suggested that for many other families in the sample, shared 
UHDGLQJDFWLYLW\PDGHDQLPSRUWDQWFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHµGLVSOD\¶RIIDPLO\OLIHLQRWKHU
words it not only provided a signal to others that family practices were occurring inside 
this family unit, but also operated within families to maintain structures and solidify 
QRWLRQVRIµEHLQJIDPLO\¶ 
Reading as a form of family display 
 
7KHUHLVOLWWOHGRXEWWKDWUHDGLQJLVSRUWUD\HGDVDµJRRG¶SDUHQWLQJSUDFWLFHZKLFK is then 
µnormalized¶DQGUHLQIRUFHGE\SROLF\1LFKROVHWDO'Hrmott and Pomatti, 2015). 
Whatever the individual motivation for shared reading, many parents in this study 
UHFRJQL]HG WKDWEHLQJVHHQ WR UHDGZLWKRQH¶VFKLOGUHQ LVPHWZLWKDSSURYDOEy society, 
DQGLVUHJDUGHGDVDµJRRG¶WKLQJWRGR7KLVFRXOGVRPHWLPHVUHVXOWLQFRQFHUQDPRQJVW
the participants about their own reading practices, or how others were judging them.  For 
example when asked to talk about shared reading in the home Hadra hesitantly 
responded: 
 
µI'll be honest with you, like, in terms of reading during the day, other than nighttime, I 
don't really do it, I don't, don't have time¶ 
 
Other participants spoke directly about judgment from other parents. Natalie reported that 
she IHOWDVLIVKHZDVµEHLQJZDWFKHG¶E\RWKHUSDUHQWVLQKHUUHDGLQJJURXSJRLQJRQWR
state: 
 
µ<RXWKLQNRWKHUSDUHQWVDUHJRLQJµRKZHOOGR\RXUHDGZLWK\RXUFKLOGUHQ"¶,W
VOLNHLI
you miss a day, you don't want people thinking bad of you¶. 
 
While it was clear that some parents felt that shared reading practices displayed notions 
RIµJRRGSDUHQWLQJ¶WRRWKHUVWKHYDVWPDMRULW\RIFRPPHQWVUHODWLQJWRVKDUHGUHDGLQJDV
DIRUPRIGLVSOD\ZHUHPDGHLQUHODWLRQWRWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶RZQIDPLOLHV For example, 
in some cases parents reported that reading contributed to the enforcement of hierarchical 
structures between siblings. To illustrate, Natalie explained that when she was reading 
with her two boys, Matthew (the youngest), would always get to pick the first book, and 
this was permitted by the older sibling.  She reported:  
µ0DWWKHZKDVWRSLFNWKHILUVW+HKDVWREHILUVWRUWKHUH
VPXUGHU6R,WKLQNKHGRHV
HQMR\LWEHFDXVHKH
OOVLWDQGGRLW«KH
GKDYHDELJWDQWUXPRQWKHIORRUDQGKLVEURther 
ZRXOGVD\\RXSLFNILUVWDQGOHWKLPJHWDZD\ZLWKLW¶  
 
Other participants spoke of older siblings reading with younger siblings however this was 
often used as an opportunity for the older child to demonstrate a sense of authority over 
the younger child. Sumaira, mother of 3-year-old Asha gave an animated account of her 
ROGHUGDXJKWHU=DUDµWHDFKLQJ¶WKH\RXQJHUVRQWKURXJKWKHFRQWH[WRIVKDULQJDERRN
She reported: 
 
µShe will sit down with him, and she will say 'What's that color?¶ µ:KDW
VWKLVQXPEHU"¶
µ+RZPDQ\ILQJHUVLVWKLV"
And she likes to be the boss sometimes. And when you say 
that to her, she gets really excited, and then she will, she will really put him down and 
say 'right, let's do this', and she'll sings along with him, 'ABC' 
 
These examples show how shared reading activity was being used to reinscribe and 
develop the structure of relationships between siblings in the home.  In the first example, 
the activity allowed for the younger child to assert a position of power on the basis of 
being the younger sibling, however in the second example the older child was using 
shared reading to assert a sense of authority over the younger.  This suggests that shared 
reading was being used by the children to demonstrate features of everyday life, such as 
hierarchical family structure and authority.  
 
However the data also showed how shared reading practices helped to create a display of 
µGRLQJIDPLO\¶ZLWKLQWKHIDPLO\WKLVZDVDSSDUHQWLQPDQ\GLIIHUHQWIDPLOLHVKRZHYHULW
appeared to be especLDOO\LPSRUWDQWLIWKHFKLOG¶VELRORJLFDOSDUHQWVZHUHVHSDUDWHG)RU
H[DPSOH $P\ ZKR ZDV VHSDUDWHG IURP KHU GDXJKWHU¶V IDWKHU VSRNH ZLWK IUXVWUDWLon 
about the time her daughter, Maddie, spends with her ex-partner and his parents. She 
reported: 
 
µ,GRQ
W NQRZZKDWJRHVRQGRZQWKHUHZKHQVKHJRHV«,WKLQNVKH
GEHOHDUQLQJDORW
more if she was here. It's annoying because I know he doesn't do anything with her, it's 
MXVWVDG¶ 
 
To Amy, the fact that her ex-partner does not engage in structured activity with Maddie 
was a problem, however, in a later interview Amy went on to say that Maddie has a good 
relationship with her new partner (who had now moved in with her), which was 
evidenced in the shared reading activity that they enjoyed together.  When asked about 
the shared reading that took place in their home Amy responded: 
 
µ0RVWRIWKHWLPHLW
VP\ER\IULHQGKH
VPXFKEHWWHUDQGVKHODXJKVPRUHZKHQKHGRHV
LWKH
VJRWEHWWHUYRLFHV6KHZRXOGOLNHERRNVDQGLVµULJKWOHW
VJR¶«6KH
VH[FLWHG
she loveVLW,WKLQNDVZHOOKHU'DGGRHVQ
WGRDQ\WKLQJOLNHWKDW«VRVKHORRNVDW-DPLH
as >SDXVHV@« ,GRQ
WZDQQDVD\µDV'DG¶EXWKHORRNVDWKHUDVKLVRZQGDXJKWHU¶ 
 
$P\¶V GDWD SURYLGHV DQ LOOXVWUDWLRQ RI WKH ZD\V LQ ZKLFK VKDUHG UHDGLQJ SUDFWLFHV FDQ
VHQG SRZHUIXO PHVVDJHV ZLWKLQ D IDPLO\ WKDW FRQILUP WKDW WKH\ DUH µGRLQJ IDPLO\¶
successfully. This data strongly suggested that Amy saw the shared reading relationship 
between Jamie and Maddie as a representation of a father-daughter relationship.  This 
again shows how shared reading activity can function as a form of display, demonstrating 
WKDW µIDPLO\ LV ZKDW IDPLO\ GRHV¶ 0RUJDQ  JLYHQ WKDW IDPLOLHV UHDG ZLWK WKeir 
FKLOGUHQ VKDULQJ ERRNV KHOSHG WR DIILUP WKDW WKLV µLV¶ D IDPLO\ EHFDXVH WKH\ DUH GRLQJ
WKLQJVWKDWIDPLOLHVµGR¶ 
 
)RURWKHUIDPLOLHVWKHDFWRIVKDUHGUHDGLQJDOORZHGSDUHQWVWRµSDUHQW¶WKHLUFKLOGUHQLQ
different ways.  Kylie, for example reported that reading activity allowed her and her 
husband to interact differently with their children. Speaking about her son, Brady, she 
stated:  
 
µ+H
VERLVWHURXVHYHU\WKLQJLVH[FLWLQJDQG,
PMXVWQRJRRGDWWKDWP\OLWWOHJLUO,FDQ
play Barbies with her. But him, everything dies. Why?! I can't do that, the boys they do 
WKHERLVWHURXVWKLQJDQG,GRWKHUHDGLQJDQGWKH3OD\'RK¶  
 
At first glance it appears that Kylie is suggesting that reading is a passive activity that 
takes place between herself and her daughter, however she goes on to talk about the fact 
that her husband tends to read with Brady but in a way that is very different to how she 
engages with shared reading with her children.  Kylie reported: 
    
µHis Dad reads differently - his Dad is a lot more into the voices and all that, and I 
sometimes think, 'Do I bore you?' Cos his Dad goes 'raaaaaaar' but then when his Dad 
reads to him, it doesn't settle him, it makes him hyper. If his Dad's reading, Brady doesn't 
get into his book, he'll get into more the story in his head so he'll be acting it out whereas 
when I read he'll sit...it's just two different ways of doing it really. He'll sit and look at the 
pictures but with his Dad the book is more in his imagination, not looking at the words 
DQGWKHSLFWXUHV¶  
 
This data indicates that shared reading allows Kylie and her husband to adopt different 
roles in their parenting, and therefore provide different experiences and opportunities for 
WKHLUFKLOGUHQ.\OLHFODLPV WKDWVKH LV µQRJRRG¶DWHQJDJLQJZLWKERLVWHURXVSOD\ZLWK
her son, but reading allows her to interact with her children in a manner that suits her.  
+RZHYHU.\OLH¶VKXVEDQGalso engages in shared reading, but in a much more dynamic 
way.  Kylie recognizes that there is value in both forms of reading, for example she is 
DZDUH WKDW KHU KXVEDQG¶V UHDGLQJ µGRHVQ¶W VHWWOH¶ KHU VRQ DQG FDQ PDNH µKLP K\SHU¶
while her reading is calmer and allows more engagement with the book, however she also 
DUJXHV WKDWKHUKXVEDQG¶V VKDUHG UHDGLQJDFWLYLW\ DOORZVKHU VRQ WRJHWPRUH IURP µWKH
VWRU\¶DQGWULJJHUKLVLPDJLQDWLRQ 
  
7KLVQRWLRQRIXVLQJVKDUHGUHDGLQJDVDQRSSRUWXQLW\WRµSDUHQW¶Zas also mentioned by 
many participants in relation to spending time with their children.  While many 
participants spoke of enjoying the time they spent reading with their children, 
HPSKDVLVLQJ IDFWRUV VXFK DV LW SURYLGLQJ DQ RSSRUWXQLW\ IRU EHLQJ µFORVH¶ RU µFXGGO\¶
another common theme was that reading allowed for a working parent to spend regular 
time with the child.  This was often reported in relation to fathers. For example Victoria 
(mother of Greg, aged 3) told us: 
 
µ0\KXVEDQGZRUNVUHDOO\ORQJKRXUs and I'm on maternity leave. I've got more time 
during the day, so at night time my husband reads the stories, erm, because he wants to 
DQGKHZDQWVWRVSHQGWLPHZLWKKLP¶ 
 
Similarly, Hadra made the point that shared reading not only allowed her partner to spend 
time reading with their daughter, but also provided an opportunity for him to talk to her 
about her day and engage in conversation.  Hadra stated: 
 µHe gets her changed and reads her her book, and then just tells her some stories and 
asks her about her day. So they talk, I wouldn't say rubbish, they talk randomly, and then 
KH¶OOWHOOKHUDVWRU\¶ 
 
This section has shown how families use shared reading in a wide variety of ways to 
GLVSOD\ IHDWXUHV RI µEHLQJ¶ IDPLO\ :KLOH WKH GDWD GRHV VKRZ WKDW shared reading can 
DOORZIDPLOLHV WRGLVSOD\ WKHLU µIDPLO\QHVV¶ WRRWKHUVDQGGHPRQVWUDWH WR WKHZRUOG WKDW
WKH\DUHµGRLQJIDPLO\¶ WKHSDUWLFLSDQWV LQ WKLVVWXG\VHHPHGPRUHFRQFHUQHGDERXW WKH
ZD\VLQZKLFKUHDGLQJKHOSHGWRDIILUPWKHLURZQIDPLO\¶VLQternal structure.  This was 
evident in the ways in which siblings displayed their place in the family, or parents 
displayed aspects of parenting practice.  Importantly, the data also indicated that shared 
reading practice contributed to the acceptance of a new partner within the family unit, as 
WKLVDJDLQSURYLGHGHYLGHQFHWKDWµIDPLO\¶DFWLYLW\ZDVEHLQJSHUIRUPHGE\WKHVHSHRSOH 
 
This paper has so far presented an insight into the ways in which shared reading operates 
in families to embed structure and routine, display family relationships and afford 
RSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUSDUHQWV WRµSDUHQW¶ LQ WKHLURZQZD\V+RZHYHUZKDW LVPLVVLQJLQWKH
GDWD SUHVHQWHG VR IDU LV DQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI WKH FKLOG¶V DJHQF\ LQ VKDUHG UHDGLQJ
practices. While the study did not attempt to access the voice of the child directly, the 
data strongly suggested that children were far from passive recipients within the activity, 
and that shared reading actually allowed many children to assert their agency within the 
family domain.     
 
&KLOGUHQ·VDJHQF\LQVKDUHGUHDGLQJDFWLYLW\ 
 
For some time now there has been a call to recognize that even the youngest children are 
active agents in their own lives (James and Prout, 1990). This study supports this claim, 
revealing that the children themselves often led shared reading activity.  What is more, 
parents often spoke about this as being an accepted and indeed expected element of 
everyday family life. For example, Lisa reported: 
 
µ,OLNHUHDGLQJZLWKKHU,IVKHGLGQ
WOLNHLW,ZRXOGQ
WGRLt, but because I know she does 
OLNHLWVKHGRHVDVNWRUHDGDQGVKHHQMR\VLW¶ 
 
Like Lisa, Kylie agreed that shared reading happens because her child wants it to.  She 
told us: 
 
µ+LVERRNVDUHRXWDQGKH
OOMXVWJRDQGJHWWKHP:KHQWKH\ZDQWWRUHDG\RXFDQ
WVD\
QR¶(Kylie).  
 
Much of the data strongly suggests that parents were motivated to read to their children 
because their child either asked to be read to, or demonstrated that they were enjoying the 
activity. Subsequently this meant that parents were receptive to cues from the children 
which demonstrated that the child did not want to be read to for some reason.  For 
example speaking of reading with her 3-year-old son, Alex, Laura stated: 
µ+HGHILQLWHO\GULYHVDORWRILW,IKHGRHVQ
WZDQWWRWKHQZHGRQ
W«WRGD\EHIRUHKLVQDS
KHGLGQ
WZDQWWRKHMXVWZDQWHGWRJRWRVOHHS¶ (Laura) 
Similarly Bina, mother of 3-year-old Hadra, UHSRUWHGWKDWLIKHUGDXJKWHUGLGQ¶WZDQWWR
UHDGWKHQVKHZRXOGMXVWµZDONDZD\¶RUµWDNHWKHERRNDQGZDONDZD\¶JLYLQJDFOHDU
signal that she no longer wanted the activity to continue. Elizabeth also acknowledged 
that there were times when her son did not want to read and that she thought this was 
µILQH¶6KHWROGXV 
µ,IKH
VOLNHYHU\XSVHWRUYHU\WLUHGRUDELWSRRUO\WKHQKH
OOMXVWVNLSLWRXWDQGMXVW
say, or he'll just say 'just one book tonight'. I'm like 'that's fine! It's not, it doesn't have to 
EHDFKRUH
OLNH
LW
VILQHZHGRQ
WKDYHWRUHDG¶(Elizabeth).  
 
The data revealed that the children not only played a crucial role in deciding whether 
reading took place or not, but were also instrumental in selecting what was read and 
indeed how it was read.  For example when talking about how she and her daughter chose 
books for shared reading Fiona stated: 
 
µ6KHJRHVWKURXJKWKHVHSKDVHV6KHPDNHV\RXUHSHDWHGO\UHDG:H
OOVD\OLNHµ'R\RX
ZDQWWRSLFNDVWRU\"¶DQGVKH
OOJRWRKHUERRNVKHOIDQGDQGSLFNKHURZQVWRU\«<RX
FDQ
WWHPSWKHUZLWKERRNVOLNH
2KZKDWDERXWWKLVERRN"
«,W¶V
QR,ZDQQDUHDGP\
)XQQ\ERQHVDJDLQ¶  (Fiona). 
 
7KHVHH[DPSOHVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VDJHQF\LQUHDGLQJZDVIRUPDQ\VLPSO\SDUW
of everyday shared reading activity and that the parents were happy to µJRZLWKWKHIORZ¶
(Javid, father of Karim). However other parents provided data that suggested that they 
DFWLYHO\HQFRXUDJHGWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VDJHQF\LQUHDGLQJ7KLVZDVLOOXVWUDWHGLQWKH
following extracts: 
 
µ7KHRWKHUGD\ZH¶YHEHHQWR7HVFRVDQGWKHQVKHVDLG
,ZDQWWREX\
)LUVWWKLQJVKH
ZDQWVWREX\LVERRNVRZKLFKLVDJRRGWKLQJVRZHEX\DERRN¶(Latika).  
 
µ,IVKH
VPHQWLRQHGDERRNWKDWWKH\UHDGDWQXUVHU\WKHQ,ZLOOJRRXWDQd buy it, but then 
WKDWFDQEHGDQJHURXV
FRVWKHQVKHZDQWVWRUHDGLWHYHU\QLJKWIRUWKUHHZHHNV¶(Fiona).  
 
Both of these examples show parents accessing books that had in one way or another 
been chosen by the child. However parents were not only receptive to what their children 
wanted to read, but also to the way in which they wanted the books to be read. This was 
again evidenced in a number of cases, with Sumaira, for example, explaining that 
sometimes her son will instigate reading and pick a book anGZLOOZDQWWRµWXUQSDJHV¶
DQGDVNTXHVWLRQVVXFKDVµ:KDW¶VKHGRLQJ¶µ:KDW¶VWKLVSHUVRQGRLQJ"¶-DYLGIDWKHURI
Karim). Javid also spoke about the way in which his son manages the reading activity by 
not only choosing the book, but in asking for certain paragraphs to be read and in 
µER\FRWWLQJ¶SDJHVWKDWKHGRHVQ¶WZDQWWRKDYHUHDGWRKLP 
 
$VWKHGDWDLQWKLVVHFWLRQKDVVKRZQWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VUROHZLWKLQVKDUHGUHDGLQJSUDFWLFH
tended to be highly active. As a family practice, shared reading appeared to allow many 
of the children in this study an opportunity to not only decide when they would engage in 
shared reading, but assert their preference for what would be read and how it would be 
read.  In summary, many of these very young children appeared to have gained a sense of 
ownership of the reading practice, which was either accepted or indeed actively 
encouraged by their parents.   
 
Discussion & conclusions 
 
There is little doubt that there is much value in families engaging in shared reading in 
homes (Bus et al., 1995; Mol et al., 2008; Snow, 1994).  While certain interventions 
designed to promote shared reading in homes have demonstrated positive results in the 
VKRUWWHUPWKHVHVWXGLHVDUHJHQHUDOO\VLWXDWHGZLWKLQDKLJKO\µHGXFDWLRQDO¶GLVFRXUVH
that sees shared reading as a standardized practice. As a consequence, little attempt has 
been made to develop interventions that begin with the family and build on what families 
already do. Yet this seems to be crucial if interventions are to be successful on a wide-
scale and effective in the long-term. This paper has used the concepts of family practice 
and family display (Finch, 2007; Morgan, 1996) to understand how shared reading 
operates within families who are from a socially and culturally mixed sample. In this 
respect this study has shown how shared reading practices contribute towards the ways in 
which families display their µXQLTXHQHVV¶ZKLOHµDOVRUHIOHFWLQJVRFLDOFRQYHQWLRQVDQG
reproducing commonplace ritual and practicHV¶6PDUWS.  
 
We know from previous studies that shared reading often takes place in middle class 
families (Nichols, 2000), however this present study indicates that families from a variety 
of social and culturally diverse backgrounds engage with shared reading practices.  While 
families do read with their children for the purposes of educational endeavor, this study 
has shown that shared reading serves a number of important functions in families that are 
not necessarily grounded in literacy-based purposes.  
 
Findings revealed that families use shared reading to cement daily routines that are 
critical to the smooth running of every day family life. For some, shared reading sends a 
PHVVDJHWRWKHRXWVLGHZRUOGWKDWWKH\µDUH¶IDPLO\DQGDUHµGRLQJ¶IDPLO\VXFFHVVIXOO\
however for many others, shared reading serves a more internal function within the 
home. This was evident in the ways in which siblings displayed their relationship to each 
other, but also in the way parents displayed their parenting practices, including those of 
new partners who needed to be accepted into the family unit. Finally, this data also 
revealed that shared reading actually allowed many children to assert their agency within 
the family domain.  What is more, parents appeared to welcome this and were keen to 
GHYHORSWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VDJHQF\ZLWKLQWKLVFRQWH[W 
 
In conclusion, this study has shown that it is naïve to view shared reading activity from a 
SXUHO\µHGXFDWLRQDO¶SHUVSHFWLYH:KLOHIDPLOLHVPD\ZHOOYLHZVKDUHGUHading as 
educational, this research has shown that the relationship between shared reading 
practices and family practices more generally, is recursive. This has important 
implications for intervention because it suggests that the starting point should not be to 
HQFRXUDJHIDPLOLHVWRµGR¶VKDUHGUHDGLQJEXWUDWKHUWRXQGHUVWDQGKRZVKDUHGUHDGLQJLV
DOUHDG\DSDUWRIµGRLQJ¶IDPLO\2QO\WKHQFDQZHEHJLQto appreciate how shared 
reading operates within homes, including those who do not engage in shared reading 
activity.  Understanding shared reading as an everyday family practice and a form of 
family display therefore provides the foundation for supporting all families in starting, 
developing and/or extending shared reading practices in their homes.  
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